Objective-To determine the number of single homeless people in Sheffield and to examine their demography and social and medical details.
Introduction
Homelessness has received much public attention in the past few years. An exact estimate of the number of homeless people is difficult to obtain; official figures measure only those who come forward for help. In 
Subjects and methods
We did a census of single homeless people in Sheffield between 8am and 8pm on 12 December 1988, a date chosen to maximise the number of homeless people found indoors rather than on the streets. Previous attempts to obtain random samples from homeless populations have shown the difficulties of working without a defined sampling frame,45 and so we chose a census approach.
Sites for conducting the census were identified in consultation with the Salvation Army; Sheffield City Council's homelessness team and environmental health officer with special responsibility for the homeless; voluntary workers from MIND and from the Campaign for the Homeless and Rootless (CHAR); staff at reception centres and special hostels for the homeless; staff of the probation and aftercare service (homeless division); and health visitors with responsibility for the single homeless living in cheap hotels and bed and breakfast accommodation. The police originally agreed to take part in the survey but withdrew before it started because they were concerned that the confidential relationship between themselves and the public could be jeopardised.
The between the standard and study populations.6 Given the non-normal distribution of dimension scores, however, we decided to use non-parametric methods to determine differences. Individual data for the original standard population were not available, and the cost of obtaining contemporary data on a Sheffield standard population was prohibitive. We therefore chose a London residential population surveyed with the profile in 1982 as our standard.8 A comparison group matched for age and sex was selected from this population, and differences between it and our study population were tested using a Mann-Whitney U test.
Results
A total of 379 questionnaires were collected. Nine people refused to complete the questionnaire. Of those collected, 39 were duplicated, defaced, or had less than two thirds of the questions completed and were excluded, leaving 340 questionnaires for analysis. Twenty eight of the population were illiterate and had to be helped to complete the questionnaire. The remainder of the questionnaires were self completed. Table I shows the age and sex ofour population. The mean age was 42 5 years, 85 (25%) being less than 30.
Forty eight were women. No psychiatric problems 189 15 *Nine people of unknown gender also reported being registered.
that produced answers that were sometimes difficult to interpret. However, 27 people mentioned eviction as the reason for homelessness, and 12 described themselves as "travellers." Sixty eight had been homeless for less than six months, although the median length of time homeless was four years. Two hundred and five had been at their present lodging place for less than six months, and 71 for less than one month. Twenty had been in paid employment during the seven days preceding the study, and 161 were registered as unemployed. Participants were asked whether they had ever suffered from various conditions, including alcoholism and drug misuse. We realise that the response is a subjective self assessment, but it is nevertheless the best that can be achieved without expert history taking, physical examination, and access to medical records. Table III shows that over one third of people reported a history of psychiatric illness, and over one quarter reported problems of alcoholism. Table IV shows that women, those retaining family contact, and those with a serious medical condition were more likely to be registered with a doctor than were other groups. People reporting alcoholism or drug misuse were less likely to be registered with a general practitioner than were those without these problems.
Sixty five people had either attended or been admitted to a general hospital in the previous month, the largest single reason for attendance being use of accident and emergency services (45 people). In addition, 129 people reported having been admitted to a psychiatric hospital, although 34 of them did not claim to have had psychiatric problems. 
Discussion
The homeless people of today are younger than in previous years. A quarter of our population were aged less than 30, whereas two studies in 1966 found that 10% and 4% of their populations were aged less than 30,5 '°and a 1981 study gave a figure of 7%." A more BMJ VOLUME 302 
